
This article first appeared in the November 1, 2006 Carnegie Newsletter.  It has a new 
ending. 
 
Quis custodiet ipsos custodes? 
 
By Rolf Auer 
 
   The title of this article is probably familiar to a lot of you, dear readers.  In case it isn’t, 
please allow me to explain: it is a Latin phrase meaning “Who will guard the guards?”, 
and I used it because this article is about police forces who police themselves, or 
themselves investigate complaints against them. 
   To me, the idea is obviously wrongheaded, because it is too open to abuse.  What I am 
about to relate to you will seem to bear this out. 
   I’ll start with the 1997 APEC protest at UBC, where student protesters were pepper-
sprayed in an effort to clear them out of the area where the APEC leaders were to meet. 
   The RCMP Complaints Commission began an inquiry into the incident almost a year 
later, in 1998.  It found that the person responsible for giving the order to use pepper 
spray made an unfortunate decision.  However, his decision reflected limitations of poor 
planning and time constraints.  Here’s the capper, though: in June of 2002, the officer 
was promoted.  This is a strange kind of disciplinary action to take. 
   On April 4, 2005, The Vancouver Courier reported that [former] Vancouver Police 
Department head Jamie Graham stated that 56 complaints made by the Pivot Legal 
Society against the VPD were unsubstantiated.  He called the complaints “libelous and 
slanderous.” 
   Further questioned by The Courier, Graham said that Pivot was not a “credible 
organization.”  Founded in 2000 by lawyer John Richardson and Ann Livingston, then of 
the Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users, Pivot Legal Society is an advocacy group 
for drug addicts, sex trade workers, and the homeless. 
   A report from October 19, 2005, from the Pivot website, is titled, “Pivot complaint 
forces VPD changes.”  It stated that the more than 50 complaints by Pivot against the 
VPD forced it to implement significant policy changes.  These changes involved the way 
the VPD seizes property, and makes arrests.  (One should note, however, that these 
changes didn’t seem to matter to VPD officers seizing the possessions of homeless 
people in September [2006].  One wonders if any investigation of this action will ever 
take place, and if so, if the result will ever amount to anything.) 
   Two articles in the October 5, 2006 edition of The Globe and Mail are striking in their 
indictment of the RCMP.  These are, “Mistakes plaguing RCMP: Errors made in several 
high profile cases raise questions about force’s competence,” by Rod Mickleburgh, and 
“Trust in RCMP grows weaker by the day,” by columnist Gary Mason. 
   Both articles refer to a number of prosecution failures by the RCMP.  The case of 
mistaken charges against Shannon Murrin in the murder case of Mindy Tran was noted.  
A legal technicality dismissing the case of sex charges against an RCMP officer was 
noted.  A number of other cases were mentioned. 
   Perhaps the most damning was the in-custody shooting death of Ian Bush.  Bush was 
arrested for having an open beer and giving the officer a false name.  In September of 
2006, the RCMP decided that the rookie officer who shot Bush in the back of the head 



acted in self-defense.  The investigation that resulted from this incident was noteworthy 
for taking so long and being so secretive. 
   Another article in the same paper was titled, “Officer abused in Ian Bush case, police 
body says: RCMP’s investigation of constable’s action took too long, {Canadian Police 
Association} official tells conference.” 
   In the October 7 [2006] edition of The Globe and Mail, again Gary Mason takes the 
RCMP to task, this time for the seemingly indifferent response by the provincial 
government to the sex charges that were dismissed against an officer, “Many questions, 
few answers in RCMP case.”  On the same page is another article, “Mounties release 
internal memo: Image-boosting e-mail leaked in an effort to improve force’s tarnished 
reputation,” by Terri Theodore.  The e-mail reminds officers of their proud tradition of 
integrity, and their “amazing success, given the difficult challenges we all face on a daily 
basis.”  This comes just after the two prominent, previously mentioned cases, and also 
after the stinging judicial report slamming the RCMP for their handling of the case of 
Maher Arar, who, apparently on the RCMP’s say-so, was deported by the US to Syria, 
where he was tortured as a terrorist.  [Then-]Federal Public Safety Minister Stockwell 
Day expressed his confidence in the RCMP.  However, he also said there is work left to 
do and changes may be needed to the laws governing RCMP officers. 
   An editorial in the October 10 [2006] issue of The Vancouver Courier stresses the need 
for greater civilian oversight monitoring the actions of police forces, “Cops need civilian 
oversight.”  It concludes wondering if the political will exists to challenge police standard 
operating procedure. 
   In the October 10 [2006] issue of The Globe and Mail, an editorial, “RCMP weather 
report: under a perpetual cloud” reports on aforementioned cases, and concludes that the 
RCMP must become accountable to Canadians. 
   That’s the key issue in this article: police accountability to the public, or rather the 
inexcusable lack of it. 
 
   And now to catch up to the present, April 2009: 
   Police officers should stop investigating themselves, recommended a retired BC 
Supreme Court judge in charge of the inquiry into the death of homeless alcoholic Frank 
Paul left to freeze to death in an alley outside a Vancouver Police Department station by 
the VPD.  (“Police failed Frank Paul, inquiry head says in report,” Gerry Bellett, 
Vancouver Sun, March 12, 2009) 
   “Vancouver Mayor Gregor Robertson wants to reconsider having police investigate 
their fellow officers accused of a crime, following an alleged beating of a newspaper 
deliveryman in the Lower Mainland last week.”  (“Police accountability needs 
addressing, says Vancouver mayor,” www.cbc.ca, January 27, 2009) 
   (“Man shot by police used X-Acto knife to make greeting cards: family,” Lori Culbert, 
Vancouver Sun, March 26, 2009)  There is apparently video evidence being withheld by 
the investigating Abbotsford police.  “[BC Civil Liberties Association head David] Eby 
noted public opinion changed in cases like Robert Dziekanski, who died after being 
Tasered at the Vancouver airport, and Frank Paul, who was dragged from police holding 
cells to an alley where he died, after videos were released.”  “The shooting is being 
investigated by an outside agency, the Abbotsford police, but organizations like Pivot and 



BC Civil Liberties have long argued that an independent civilian body should be 
established to probe incidents involving officers.” 
    
    


